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THE WORKS OF THE AMERICAN ETCHERS. 




XIV. — JAMES D. ^S MILL IE. 

UTOBIOGRAPHIES have always a peculiar charm, especially in the case of 
literary men and artists. The reader will no doubt prefer, therefore, to have 
Mr. Smillie himself tell the story of his career as an etcher. 

" I was born," writes Mr. Smillie, " of poor but pious parents, in the city 
of New York, in 1833. I have no recollection of that event; and, so far as 
the date is concerned, trust entirely to what has been told me. I showed 
an early fondness for etching: I am not going to let Mr. Bellows and Mr. 
Gifford run away with all these honors. I have a proof of an etching that I did before I was 
eight years old. I admit that father laid the ground and handled the acid, but the composition 
and the point-work were wholly mine. The sentimental bias of early years is shown in a weep- 
ing willow and tombstone, while a struggle to break the bonds of conventionality as evident in 
a processional line of six or eight black-looking buffaloes. If I remember right, sun, moon, 
and stars appear in the firmament. I took enthusiastically to engraving on steel, under the 
direction of my father, and studied most carefully the etchings of Bradshaw, R. and E. Brandard, 
J. and C. Cousin, and other engravers of the English school of thirty or more years ago. In 
time the high prices paid for bank-note work tempted me, and I gave myself up to that line of 
engraving. I always had an ambition beyond engraving, and did much work in the way of 
drawing upon stone and wood, and making designs for engravers. In 1862 I spent a few 
months abroad, visiting the galleries of Great Britain and the Continent, which, of course, served 
to make me more uneasy and ambitious. In 1864 I finally abandoned engraving, took a studio, • 
and devoted myself to painting. In 1865 I was elected an Associate of the National Academy 
of Design, and in 1876 an Academician. I was among the founders of the American Water- 
Color Society, was its first Treasurer, held that office for five years, and then was President for 
six years. With Dr. L. M. Yale I organized the New York Etching Club; and, although in 
three years I have done but sixteen etchings, I consider myself an enthusiastic etcher, with very 
little actually accomplished, but with a great amount of work laid out to do in the years ahead." 
The sixteen plates alluded to above are all from original designs, but to them must be added 
a seventeenth, the beautiful reproduction of a picture by Jacque which appeared in the first 
number of this REVIEW. The following list comprises only those etchings which the artist looks 
upon as the more important : — 

T/ze jFarm Lane. First free-hand etching, done in January, 1877. The plate underwent several changes. 
The third or last state is marked : J. D. Smillie (the initials, as in all the plates, interlaced in a monogram). No. i. 
Jan. '77. 3^ Stage. June 1880. — Size of etched surface, breadth 6|"; height 4I". 

Chewing the 'Cud. (The artist's third plate.) Marked : J. D. Smillie. Oct. '77. — B. 6f " ; h. 4f ". 

Cedars near Fo'keepsze. Marked : J. D. Smillie. June '78. No. 4. On zinc. — B. 2f"; h. 5^7^". 

Hay-Ricks near Peekskill. Marked : J. D. S. No. 6. Peekskill. Oct. 8th. ^78. — B. 6^^"; h. 2^". 

Soiah Jefferson Street, Po'keepsie. Marked; J. D. S. Jefferson St. Po'k. Nov. 4th 1878. No. 7.— 
B. 6ir;h.4H". 
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Cedars by MoonligJiL Mai'ked : J. D. Smillie. No. 9. D. 1878. — B. 6|"; h. 8§". Plate owned by 
Messrs. D. Appleton & Co., New York. 

Up the Hill, Marked: J. D. Smillie. No. 10. 1879. — B. 5"; h. 7 J". Plate owned by the American 
Art Review. 

Landscape and Sheep, After Ch. Jacque. Marked: J. D. Smillie. N. Y. 1879. No. 12. — (In the 
finished etching the No. 1 2 is so covered up as to be almost illegible, as the artist concluded to number only his 
original plates.) — B. 6|"; h. 7lg''. Published in No. i of the American Art Review. 

Tosemite, Marked with title and : J. D. Smillie, 1879. No. 12. — B. 5^^ ; h. 6 J". Plate owned by Messrs. 
James R. Osgood & Co., Boston. 

Old Cedars, Coast of Maine, Marked with title and: J. D. Smillie. No. 15 Ap. 1880. — B. 6J"; 
h. 4j^". Published with this number of the American Art Review. 

The Way to the River, Marked with title and : J. D. Smillie. No. 16. June. 1880. — B. 5^^''; h. 7H". 
Plate owned by Messrs. H. Wunderlich & Co., New York. 

Of the plates not mentioned in this list, Nos. 2, 5, and 8 are, according to Mr. Smillie, 
"small affairs of no account"; No. 13, Sunny Side, is a book-plate, done for Messrs. Putnam's 
lately published edition of Irving's Works; while No. w. In the Churchyard at Highlands on 
the Hudson, and No. 14, Cedar Meadow, Pdkeepsie, have been laid aside unfinished. 

Mr. Smillie's education as an engraver, although it has given him many technical facilities, 
has been a hinderance to him rather than a help in his work as an etcher; and a part of the 
interest which his plates awaken is due to the cons,cious effort apparent in them to rid himself 
of the restraint of engravers' methods, and to attain, to the breadth and freedom which ^are valued 
in the productions of the painter-etchers. To unlearn is frequently much more difficult than to 
learn. Hence any one who has had the opportunity to compare some of Mr. Smillie's early 
bank-note work with plates like the Landscape and Sheep and the Old Cedars will wonder at 
the marvellous success which has attended his efforts. Midway between these extremes lie such 
etchings as the Farm Lane and Chewing the Cud, Although even in these plates much of the 
dryness and formality of the engraver has already been overcome, they yet show a " prettiness " 
which is far from being pleasant to the devotees of the modern impressionist school. Mr. 
Smillie himself is, indeed, so little satisfied with them that he has repeatedly threatened to 
destroy them. It is to be hoped, however, that he will not carry out his threat, for, aside from 
the pictorial merit which they possess, these plates are of interest as exhibiting the different 
stages in his own development. 

The Old Cedars — one of the boldest, and perhaps the boldest, of all the etchings yet done 
by Mr. Smillie — is a translation of the large and effective water-color which was seen at the 
last annual exhibition of the American Water-Color Society. In its treatment this plate shows 
the peculiar method employed by the artist, — which is found in the work of but very few other 
etchers, — of intermingling rather broad and shallow, and therefore gray, with deep and black 
lines. This method is apparent already in some of the artist's earlier plates, as, for example, in 
the Hay-Ricks, and the Old Cedars shows what valuable results may be obtained by it. It is 
facilitated by the process employed by the etcher, for a description of which the reader who is 
interested in such technical matters must be referred to my English edition of Lalanne's Treatise 
on Etching, 

It is to be hoped that Mr. Smillie will do all the work he has laid out for himself, and a 
good deal more besides. He is in possession, not only of the qualities needed by the original 
etcher, but the powers of adaptation which he has so often shown bear witness that he has 
also those rare qualities which are indispensable to the reproductive etcher. Conclusive proof is 
furnished by the Landscape and Sheep after Jacque. The Cedars by Moo7ilight (Plate No. 9) 
also shows how well completeness of rendering may be combined with freedom of handling. It 
is useless to debate the relative standing of these two classes of etchers. The names of Rajon, 
Flameng, Unger, Waltner, will be forgotten no sooner than the name of Rembrandt himself. . 

S. R. Koehler. 



